SUMMARY. Buzz about instant messaging (IM) customer service is becoming louder, both inside and outside the library field. In general, librarian opinions of IM are mixed and at times even combative. A survey was distributed to gather librarians' opinions of the usefulness of IM as compared to its feature-rich yet difficulty-prone sibling, commercial chat. Through detailed statistical analysis, this article provides an overview of trends in and opinions of IM reference, and offers analysis of its present and future in libraries.
INTRODUCTION
In recent years instant messaging (IM) has been widely discussed as a potential virtual reference tool for academic libraries. Even so, aside from information available in informal weblog and message board posts, little has been published regarding the general climate of librarian opinions of IM reference. Additionally, there is little documentation of how librarians who have implemented IM feel about its quality and impact in the library setting. The purpose of this survey study is to provide data regarding these opinions, highlight some of the misconceptions that haunt IM reference, and gauge the climate that surrounds it.
BACKGROUND AND JUSTIFICATION

What Is IM?
Instant messenger is an application that allows the user to participate in real-time Internet conversations. The most commonly used IM platforms are AIM, MSN, and Yahoo! Messenger. Throughout this paper the authors will distinguish between IM and the commercial chat programs currently used by most libraries (such as QuestionPoint and LSSI) by referring to the former as "IM" and the latter as "chat." This distinction What Are We Afraid Of? pg 3 of 30 has been created for the sake of clarity, since the terms can be used interchangeably in both common speech and professional publication.
IM and chat operate similarly, and are both intended to provide instantaneous point-ofneed customer service. Chat programs, the more feature-rich descendants of simple IM, typically offer cobrowsing, page-pushing, automatic statistics gathering, and user satisfaction surveys. Finally, most chat programs make it easy for a group of libraries to staff collaboratively in order to provide more complete coverage.
While chat may seem like the obviously superior program, IM also boasts many advantages. Its simplistic and lightweight interface makes IM easier to learn and quicker to operate than its bulkier counterparts, and it has the distinct advantage of being free. Perhaps most significantly, IM is already used for personal communications by a majority of college-aged students, so they are likely to be adept at using it.
Why Should Librarians Care?
According to recent studies conducted by the Pew Internet and American Life Project With the enrollment of Internet-dependent Millenial students, returning students who hold full-time jobs, and the rise of distance education, Internet-based library services have become a necessity. While the aforementioned student groups have different needs and skills sets, all demand that the services of their library be available to them remotely and immediately, so that they may more easily fit library research into their busy schedules.
Virtual reference has evolved and changed to include not only email, but also consortium-based chat reference, and now, instant messaging reference. Within the last few years, more and more libraries have begun to implement programs in IM reference, either in support of or as a replacement for their existing chat reference service.
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The authors' interest in this study was a result of their research preparation for an IM program at Georgia State University. During their compilation of IM related literature, the authors noticed that librarian perceptions run the gamut. While some have embraced the technology with wholehearted enthusiasm, some show total disinterest, and some display informed dislike.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature specifically related to librarian perception and usage of IM is limited, perhaps due to the newness of the technology in relation to library services. No formal, large-scale research studies have been conducted regarding librarian experiences with IM. There are a number of case studies and opinion pieces regarding the technology, and there has been a large amount of informal discussion on various library-related weblogs and wikis. The pieces that inspired and provide the most relevant support for this study are opinion pieces by Aaron Schmidt and Michael Stephens (2005) , and Sarah Houghton and Aaron . Their articles both provide a defense of IM and commentary on the controversy that surrounds it. Schmidt and Stephens include tips for creating staff "buy in," handling the challenges inherent in the medium, and a defense of IM. They conclude that "Instant messaging isn't going to replace other forms of communication, but it can make your reference services relevant to a whole new group of users, while serving existing users even better" (35). Houghton and Schmidt also back IM, creating a mock battle between IM and existing chat programs.
Their article places IM and chat in a series of head-to-head matches, in which the two compete on many issues, including speed, cost, and features. The article, which concludes IM to be the winner of these matches, has helped to deepen the informal online debate over the role of IM in libraries. Some librarians, including bloggers Caleb Tucker-Raymond and Stephen Francoeur, feel the article implied that librarians must choose one or the other-either traditional chat or IM.
3 They disagree with that implication, arguing that IM and chat can be complements rather than competitors. In order to pinpoint the total number of responding institutions, participants were asked to name their employing university. To identify institutional trends, they were also asked to provide general demographic information about their institutions and insight into the past, present, and immediate future of their virtual reference programs. If a respondent reported having discontinued one or more virtual reference services, he or she was instructed to list the reasons for elimination. Participants currently offering IM were asked how it impacted their virtual reference usage statistics and who was responsible for initiating IM at their institution.
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The questions in the survey were carefully constructed to capture the feelings of the respondents. Multiple choice questions frequently provided a free text box for additional responses or comments and the language of each question was scrutinized to limit the chance for misinterpretation. For instance, in asking respondents about their concerns regarding IM, seven responses were provided that reflect concerns frequently mentioned in discussions on this topic. Respondents were also able to list additional concerns in a free text box. To guarantee the survey was focused and easy to complete, 
PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS
RESULTS
Institutional Trends
Interest in IM is on the rise in many academic libraries. Twenty-five percent of the libraries represented in the survey offer IM, and an additional 28% are planning to offer or are considering offering IM as a virtual reference option. Respondents from only four institutions (2%) indicated that their staff had discontinued or were thinking of discontinuing IM service. (see Fig. 1 )
Based on the results from the survey, there is no correlation between the size of a school and the decision to offer IM reference. Of the 57 responding institutions that offer IM, 24 are large institutions with 15,000 or more students, 11 are medium sized What Are We Afraid Of? pg 12 of 30 schools with 5,000-15,000 students and 22 are small schools with 5,000 students. (see Fig. 2 )
Thirty-five percent of respondents from institutions that have already implemented IM felt that it slightly increased the number of questions they received through virtual reference. Nineteen percent felt that it led to a significant increase. Only 7% denoted there was no difference in the usage of their virtual reference service, and 39% felt that it was too soon to notice a difference or did not know enough to comment.
The results from the survey suggest that the idea for IM usually develops from an individual librarian who either coordinates or advocates for the development of an IM service. Of the 57 libraries offering IM, 48 of the libraries started their service as the result of the efforts of one librarian. In most cases, the concept emerges from the library staff rather than from the administration. Only five institutions indicated that library administration played a crucial role in initiating the service.
Chat reference is offered at more than half (56%) of the institutions responding to this survey. The growth of chat reference, however, is not as strong as the growth of IM. The main reason given for canceling a commercial chat service is lack of satisfaction with the software; the words "clunky" and "complicated" were frequently used in describing it. One respondent indicated that the commercial chat services were "overly complicated for what we needed." Another stated that the commercial chat services were "not appealing to users."
Other popular reasons cited for discontinuing a commercial chat product include cost, low usage by patrons, and staffing issues. Even though live virtual reference is on the rise, the dominant form of virtual reference is still email. Only seventeen institutions in our survey did not offer email.
Librarian Preferences, Perspectives, & Concerns
Most of the librarians surveyed are in favor of some form of live virtual reference; only 9% dislike both IM and chat. Though chat is more prevalent at the libraries included in this survey, a greater number of librarians indicated they prefer IM (31%) than the number indicating a preference for chat (20%). A large percentage of librarians (24%) have no preference, and 12% feel they do not know enough about each product to comment. (see Fig. 3 Fig. 4) The primary reason librarians favor IM is that they believe it has the potential to draw student interest. Nearly 50% of respondents indicated that they like IM because students are likely to prefer it as a reference tool. One librarian stated, "I personally dislike IM, but it is the preferred online communication for our undergraduate students." Another explained, "we see it as a tool to draw students who might not take advantage of assistance." An additional 36% of respondents like IM because it is easier for students to use, and 29% of respondents indicated that they prefer IM because it is less expensive.
Though only 5% feel strongly that IM should not be part of a reference service, librarians harbor many concerns regarding its implementation. (see Fig. 5 ) In the survey, respondents were given a list of potential problems and were asked to indicate which represented their concerns about IM. The greatest concern is IM's initial lack of accessibility; forty-seven percent of respondents worry about the need to create an IM account before the patron can submit a question, and 40% are uncomfortable with the fact that some IM providers require users to download IM software before submitting questions. Nearly 40% of the respondents feel that IM is not sufficient for in-depth reference questions. Thirty-five percent of respondents expressed concern that IM does not offer a system for tracking usage statistics. Twenty-three percent are concerned about viruses or training requirements. Only 10% of those surveyed have no concerns about using IM as a reference tool.
Space was also provided to allow respondents to list any other concerns, and many additional topics were submitted. Several respondents stated that they dislike IM's lack of special features; the option to co-browse and push pages in commercial chat software is viewed as a distinct advantage over IM. As one librarian comments, "I prefer chat reference because of its ability to demonstrate effective searching techniques. Being able to guide a user through a database is very helpful." Other concerns include the inability to identify users, potential abuse from "pranksters," higher demand for immediate response, and "disappearing" patrons. The frustration caused by that final point is illustrated by an example provided by a respondent. Though more libraries offer chat, IM appears to be gaining strength as a reference service. Some view it as a less expensive replacement tool for commercial chat services. Most, however, view it as a new avenue for reaching out to students. In spite of some dislike and many concerns toward IM reference, the results of this survey suggest that the number of libraries offering it will continue to grow. IM is currently offered at 25% of the institutions in this study and is being considered by another 28%.
The sizes of institutions offering IM vary, which suggests that IM is a tool that fits all academic libraries. conclude that the platform is gaining acceptance.
Dealing With Concerns:
Some of the concerns that were raised by respondents are no longer prohibitive, for example, logging IM transcripts and statistics, patron accessibility issues, and security.
Both of the main IM aggregator services, Trillian and Gaim, allow the user to maintain transcripts of all sessions and have all sessions sent to and saved on one master PC.
While it does represent a little more work than the auto-logging provided by the consortial chat programs, those logs could be made available to IM staffers via an intranet or other private webpage, with or without identifying information. Many people are also concerned over the now defunct requirement that users download an IM client before they can access their accounts. New developments with AIM, MSN, and
Yahoo! allow users of all three to log-in via the Internet. Meebo, an innovative, webbased aggregator, has also been recently released; IM staffers and patrons can utilize the service to access their accounts without a download.
Security concerns about IM may also be inflated. Other issues raised about IM are more difficult to solve and will require librarians to develop creative solutions. There are presently no quick cures for a lack of staffing, the What Are We Afraid Of? pg 20 of 30 most frequently cited problem. Hopefully, as more and more libraries become involved with IM, the more reason there will be to create consortia agreements that can help smaller libraries to become involved.
Another persistent problem is the fact that all users must have an existing account in order to log in. Fortunately, many students already have IM accounts, so a large audience will still be reached by the service.
A few respondents also expressed concern over the potential for abuse of the service.
While there is little that can be done to prevent patron misuse of IM or chat, pilot studies show that abuse occurs fairly infrequently (Radford) .
Another issue stems from the complaint that IM is not sufficient for the complexities of the reference interview; for many, nothing can match the ability to work face-to-face with a patron. 
